Rhode | and Coastal Resources Management Program

Section 150.
Coastal Buffer Zones

A. Definition

1. A Coadtal Buffer Zoneis a land area adjacent
to a Shoreline(Coadal) Featurethat is, or will be,
vegetat ed with native shoreline species and which
actsas anaturd trangtion zone between thecoast
and adjacent upland deveopment. A Coadal
Buffer Zone differs from a construction setback
(Section 140) in that the sdaback establishes a
mi nimum distance between a shoreline featur e and
congtruction activities, while a buffer zone
edablishes a natura area adjacent to a shoreline
feature that must be retained in, or restored to, a
natural vegetative condition (Figure 2). The
Coastal Buffer Zone is generally contained within
the established congtruction setback.

B. Findings

1. The establishment of Coastal Buffer Zones is
based upon the CRM C's legidative mandate to
preserve, protect and, where possible, restore
ecological systens.

2. Vegetat ed buffer zones have beenapplied asbest
management practices within thefiddsof forestry
and agriculture since the 1950s to pro-tect in-
stream habitats from degradation by the input of
sed ment and nutrients (Deshonret & al 1993).

More recently, vegetated buffer zones have
gained popularity as a best management practice
for the control and abatement of norpoint source
pollutants (contaminated runoff) and are routinely
applied in both engineered and natura settings
(Deshonné et a 1993; EPA 1993).

3. Coastal Buffer Zones provide multiple usesand
multiple berefits to those areas where they are
aoplied (Deshonret & al 1993). The multiple uses
and benefits of Coastal Buffer Zones include;

() Protection of Water Quality. Buffer zones
aong the perimeer of coadal water bodies can
be effective in trapping sadiments, pollutants
(including ail, detergents, pesticides, herbicides,
insedicides, wood preservatives and other
domestic chemicals), and aborbing nutrients
(particularly nitrogen) from surfacewater runoff
and groundwater flow. The effectiveness of
vegetat ed buffers as a best management practice
for the ocontrol of nonpoint source runoff is
dependent upon thdr ability to reduce the
velocity of runoff flow to allow for the deposition
of sedments, and the filtration and biological
removal of nutrients within the vegetated area.
In general, the effectiveness of any vegetated
buffer isrelated toitswidth, dope, soil type, and
resident species of vegdation. Effedive buffers
for nonpoint source pollution control, which
remove at least 50%, and up to 99%, of
sedimerts and nutrients entering them, range
from 15 feet to 600 feet in width.

Figure2. An Example of the Application of aCoastal Buffer Zone
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Theremoval of pdlutartscan be of particu ar
importance in areas abutting poorly flushed
eduaries that are threatened by an excess of
nutrients or are contaminated by runoff water,
such as the South Shore Salt Ponds and the
Narrow Rive. Large, wdl flushed wate bodies,
such as Narraganset Bay, are al sosusceptibleto
nonpoint source pollutant inputs, and can be
severely impacted by nonpoint source pollutants
as has been documented in studies completed for
the Narragansett Bay Project.

(b) Protection of Coastal Habitat: Coadal
Buffer Zones provide habitat for native plants
and animals. Vegetation within a buffer zone
provi des cover from predation and climate, and
habitat for nesting and feeding by resident and
migratory species. Some species which use
coastal buffer zones ae now relatively
uncommon, while others are consdered rare,
threatened or endangered. These plants and
animals are essential to the preservation of
Rhode | dand's valuabl e coasta ecosystem.

The effectiveness of vegetaed buffas as
wildlife habitat is dependent upon buffer width
and vegdation type. In generd, the wider the
buffer the greater its value as wildlife habitat.
Larger buffer widths are typicaly needed for
peci es that are more sensitive to disturbances
(e.g, noise). Furthemore those buffers that
possess vegetation native to the area provide
more valuable habitat for sustaining resident
species. A diversity of plant species and types
(e.0, grasses, shrubs and trees) promotes
biod versity withinthe buffer area, and theregion
overal.

(c) Protection of Scenicand Aesthetic Quality:
One of the primary goals of the Courxil is to
preserve, protect, and where possible restore the
scenic value of the coastal region in order to
retain the visua diversity and unique visual
character of the Rhode Island coast as seen by
hundreds of thousands of residents and tourists
each year from boats, bridges, and such vantage
points as roadways, public parks, and public
beaches (Section 330). Coastal Buffer Zones
enhance and protect Rhode Idand's scenic and
visual aesthetic resources along the ooast.
Coastal buffers also presave the rnatura
character of the shoreline, while mitigating the
visual impects of coastal develogpment. Visual
divesity provides for both contrast and relief
between thecoastal andinlandregions, leadingto
greater aesthetic value of the landscape.

(d) Erosion Control: Coasta Buffer Zones pro-
vide a natural transition zone between the open
coast, shoreline features and upland
devel gpment. Natural vegetation withinaCoasta
Buffer Zone helps to stabilize the sail, reduces
the velacity of surface wate runoff, reduces
erosion of the soil by spreading runoff water over
a wide area, and pronotes absorption and
infiltration through the detrital (leaf) layer and
underlying soils. The extensive root zones often
associated with buffer zone vegetation also help
prevent excessve shoreline erosion during
coastal storm events by stabilizing underlying
soils.

() Flood Control: Coasta Buffer Zones aid in
flood control by reducing the vdocity of runoff
and by encouraging infiltration of precipitation
and runoff into the ground rather than alowing
runoff to flow overland and flood low lying
areas. In addition, Coasta Buffer Zones often
occupy the flood plain itself and thus add to
coastal flood protection.

(f) Protection of Historic and Archaeological
Resources: Coastal Buffer Zones protect areas
of cultwral and historic importance such as
archaeol agicd sites by hdping prevent intrusion
while proteding the sites' natural surroundngs.

C. Prerequisites

(@ All applications for which this Section
gpplies shall beinitially reviewed by the Executive
Director or his designee. The Executive Director
may grant a variance for such applications in
accordance with this section, or refer any
gpplication to the Council for a hearing if based
upon the application a determination is made that
the proposed activity warrants a Council hearing.

D. Policies

1. The establishment of a Coastal Buffer Zoneis
based upon the CRMC's legislative mandate to
preserve, protect and, whee possible, restore
ecdogcal sysems. The determination of the
inland boundary o the Coastal Buffer Zone must
balance this mandate with the property owne's
rights to devd op and usethe property.

2. The Council shall require Coastal Buffer Zones
in accordance with the requirements of this section
for the following: @ new residential development;
b) commercid and indudrid development; c)
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activities subject to Section 300.8 and Section
300.13; and d) inland activitiesidentified in Section
320. For exiging resdential structures, the
Council shall require a Coasta Buffer Zone for
catggory "A" and "B" activities when the footprint
of the strudure is expanded 50 percert or more.

3. The vegetation within a buffer zone must be
ether retained in anatural, undisturbed condition,
or properly managed in accordance with the
standards contained inthissection. In caseswhee
native flora (vegetation) does not exist within a
buffer zone, the Council may require restor ation
effarts which include, but are not limited to,
replanting the Coastal Buffer Zone with native
plant spedes.

4. Coastal Buffer Zones shall remain covered with
native flara and in an undisturbed state inorder to
promae the Council's goa of pre-serving,
protecting, and restoring ecological systems.
However, the Council may permit

minor alterations to Coastal Buffer Zanes that
facilitatethe continued enjoyment of Rhodelland's
coastal resources All aterationsto Coagtal Buff er
Zones or ateationsto the natural vegdation (ie:
areas not presently maintained in a landscaped
condition) within the Council'sjurisdiction shall be
conducted in accordance with the standards
contaned in this section as well as all other
applicable policiesand standards of theCouncil. In
order to ensure compliance with these
requiremerts, the Cauncil may reguire applicarts
to submit a Buffer Zone Management Plan.

5. Inorder to enhanceconser vati on, protect water
quality, and maintain the low intensity use
characterigtic of Type 1 and 2 waters, greater
buffer widths shall be applied along the coastline
abutting these water types.

6. Incritical areas and when the property owner
owns adjoinng lots, theselots shall be consder ed
as one lot for the purposes of applying the values
contained in Table 2a and ensuring that the
appropriate buffer zone is established.

Table2a. Coadal Buffer Zone Designations For Residential Development

Water Use Category

Residential Lot Sze Type ) Type
(sq. ft.) 3,4,5&6 Required Buffer (ft) 1& 2
<10,000 15 25

10,000 — 20,000 25 50
20,001 — 40,000 50 75
40,001 - 60,000 75 100
60,001 — 80,000 100 e 125
80,001 — 200,000 125 150
>200,000 150 200

E. Standards

1. All Coastal Buffer Zones shall be measured
from the inland edge of the most inland Shoreline
(Coastal) Feature In instances when the coastal
feature accounts far 50 percent or more of thelot,

the Council may grant a variance to the required
buffer width.

2. Coastal Buffer Zone Requirements for New
Residential Development: The minimum Coastal
Buffer Zone requirements far new residential
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devel opment bordering Rhodeldandsshordineare
contained in Table 2a. The Coastal Buffer Zone
requirements are based upon the size of the lot and
the CRMC's designated Wate Types (Type 1 -
Type 6). Where the buffea zone requirements
noted above cannot be me, the applicant may
request avariancein accordance with Section 120.
A variance to 502% of the required buffer width
may be granted administratively by the Executive
Director if the applicant has satisfied the bur dens
of proof for the granting of avariance. Whereitis
determined that the applicant has not satisfied the
burdens of prodf, or the requested variance is in
excess of 50% o the required width, the
application shall be reviewed by thefull Council.

Ingances where a la is equal to or less than
20,000 square feet and not located within the
water shed of a poorly-flushed estuary, a variance
to the required buffa width may begranted by the
Exeautive Director.

3. Coastal Buffer Zone Requirements for
Alterations to Existing Structures on Residential
Lots. All calculations for the requirements of a
coastal buffer zone shall be made on the basis of
structural lot coverage. Structura lot coverage
shall mean the total square foot area of the
structurg(s) on alat or parcel (ref. 8300.3.A 5).

(a) Whee altaations to an existing gructure or
sructures result in the expanson of the
structural lot coverage such that the sguare
footage of the foundation increases by less than
50 percent, no new coastal buffer zone shall be
required

(b) Where alterationsto an existing structure or
sructures result in the expansion of the
structural lot coverage such that the square
footage of thefoundationincr easesby 50 percent
or more, the Coagtal Buffer Zone requirement
shall be established with a width equa to the
percentage increasein the structural ot coverage
as of August 8, 1995, multiplied by the value
contained in Table.

(c) Coagtal Buffer Zones shal not be required
when astrucureis demolished and rebuilt on the
existing footprint. Where a dsructure is
demolished and rebuilt and will reault in an
expansion of thestructural ot coverage such that
the sguar efootage of thefoundation increases by
50% or more, a Coastal Buffer Zone shall be
edtablished with a width equal to the percentage
increase in a structure’'s footprint, multiplied by
thevaluecontained in Table 2a.

(d Wheae the applicant demolishes a
structure, any contemporary or subsequent
applicationto rebuild shall meet applicable
setback reguirements.

(e Structures that are less than 200 souare
feet in aea are exduded from these
reguiremerts.

In addition, the Ex ecutive Director shdl have the
authority to grant a variance to this requirement
for category "A" assertsin accordance with the
burdens o proof contained in Section 120.

4. Coastal Buffer Zone Requirements for all
Commercial and Industrial development and
activities subject to the requirements of Section
300.8, Section 300.13, or Section 320: Coadal
Buffer Zonesshall bedetermined on acase-by-case
basis by the Council. Table 2a may be usd as
appropriateguidance. However, depending on the
activity proposed and its potential impacts on
coastal resources, the Council may require a
Coastal Buffer Zonewithawidh greater than that
fourd intheTable 2a.

5. All property abutting critical habitat areas, as
defined by the Rhode ISand National Heritage
Program or the Coundl, shall possess a minimum
vegetated buffer zone of 200 feet between the
identified habitat and any development area. The
Executive Director shall havethe authority to grant
avarianceto theseregquirementsinaccordancewith
the burdens of prod contained in Section 120.

6. All property abutting Coastal Natural Areas
(Section 210.4) shall have a minimum vegetated
Coastal Buffer Zone of 25 feet from the inland
edge of the coadtal feat ure. The Executive Dir ector
shall havethe authority to grant avariance tothese
requirements in accordance with the burdens of
proof contained in Section 120.

7. All property located within the boundaries of a
Special Area Management (SAM) Plan approved
by the Council shall meet additiona buffer zone
requirements contained within these SAM plans.
When a SAM plan's buffer zone requiremerts
apply, the buffer width values contained in this
section will be compared to those required by the
SAM plan, and the larger of the buffer widths

applied.
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8. The setback (Section 140) for al new and
existing residential, comnercial, and indudrial
structures shall exceed the Coastal Buffer Zone
requirement by a minimum of 25 feet for fire,
safety, and mai ntenance pur poses. Where the 25
foot separation distance between the inland edge of
the buffer and construction sdback canna be
obtained, the applicant may request a variance in
accordance with Section 120. The Executive
Director shall havetheauthority to grant variances
tothisrequiremert. Howeve, avegetaed Coastal
Buffer Zone shall not dredly contagd any
dwdling's footprirt.

F. Buffer Management and Maintenance
Requirements

1. All dterationswithin established Coagtal Buff er
Zones or aterations to natural vegetation (i.e,
areas not presently maintained in a landscaped
condition) within the Council’s jurisdicion may be
required to submit a Buffer Zone Management
Plan for the Council's approval that is consistent
with the requirements of this section and the
Council's most recent elition o Buffer Zone
Management Guidance. Buffer Zone M anagement
Plans shdl include a description of al proposed
aterations and methads of avoiding probdemareas
such as the proper placement and maintenance of
pathways. Applicantsshould consult the Courcil's
most recent edition of Buffer Zone Management
Guidance when preparing a buffer management
plan.

2. In order to promote the Council's goal to
preserve, protect and, where passible, restore
ecological systems, Coastal Buffer Zones stell be
vegetated with native flora and retained in a
natural, undisturbed condition, or shall beproperly
managed in acoordance with Council'smost recent
edition of Buffer Zone Management Guidance.
Such management activities compatible with this
god include, but are not limited to:

(@) Shoreline Access Paths. Pathways which
provide access to the shoreline are normally
corsidered permissible provided they are less
than or equal to 6 feet wide and follow a path
that minimizes eosion and gullying within the
buffer zone (eg., a winding, but direct path).
Pathways should avoid, or may be prohibited in,
sensitive habitat areas, includng, but not limited
to, coastal wetlands. Pathways may beveget ated

withgrassesand mowed or may be surfaced with
crushed stone o mulch.

(b) View Corridors: Selectivetreeremova and
pruning and thinning of natural vegeation may
be dlowed within a defined corridor in order to
promae a view of the shoreline. Only the
minimal alteation of vegeation necessary to
obtain aview shall be acceptable to the Council.
Shordine access paths shall be located within
view corridors to the maximum extent
practicable in order to minimize distur bance of
Coastal Buffer Zones. View corridors stall be
prohibited in sensitive or critical habitat areas.

(c) Habitat Management: Management of
natural vegeation within a buffer zone to
enhancewildlifehabitat and control nuisanceand
non-native species of vegdation may beallowed.
Homeowner control of pest speciesof vegetation
such as European bittersweet and nuisance
speci es such aspoison ivy isnormaly considered
acceptable. However, the indiscriminate use of
herbi cides or the clear-cutting of vegetation shall
be prohibited. The use of fertilizersis generaly
prohi bited within the Coastal Buffer Zone except
when used to erhance the replanting of native
vegetation (e.g., hydro-seeding) approved by the
Council. However, the clearing or outright
elimination of natura vegetation for such
purposes as controlling ticks or pollen shall not
be peamitted.

(d) Safety andWelfare: Selective tree removal,
pruning and thinning of natural vegetation within
a Coastd Buffer Zone may be allowed by the
Council on a case-by-case basis for proven
safety and welfare concerns (eg., removal o a
damaged tree in close proximity to a dwelling).
In order to promote child safety and manage pets
in areas harboring ticks, fences along the inland
edge of a Coasta Buffer Zone and dong
shordine access pathways may be pamitted.

(@ Shoreline Recreation. The CRMC
recogni zes that shor eline recreation is one of the
predominant attractions for living on, or visiting
the Rhode Island Coast. In arder to alow for
such uses, minor alterations of buffer zones may
be permitted along the shareline if they are
determined to be consistent with Council's
requiremerts. These dterations may include
maintaining a small clearing aong the shore for
picnic tables, benches, and recreatioral craft
(dinghies, cances, day salboats, dc.).
Additiondly, the CRMC may alow small, non-
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habitable structures including storage sheds, boat
houses andgazeboswithin Coastal Buffer Zones,
whee appropriate.  However, these structures
may be prohibited in sengitive or critical habitat
areas. Duetothe potential for these structuresto
impact valuesprovided by Coastal Buffer Zones,
the Council shall exercise significant discretion
inthisarea
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